Life history theory predicts that parents should desert a reproductive attempt if the costs of rearing this brood exceed the expected benefits. Thus, if the value of the current breeding attempt is reduced, for example through an unexpected reduction in size, parents are expected to reconsider whether it is worth continuing investing in their brood. With regard to nest desertion behaviour two predictions can be made: individuals are (1) more likely to desert if the reduction in clutch size is large and (2) less likely to desert if the reduction is at a late stage of breeding. We investigated the threshold at which nest desertion takes place by experimentally reducing great tit, Parus major, clutches to different sizes and at different stages of the incubation period. The results were in accordance with the predictions: clutch desertion rates were negatively related to the number of eggs that remained in the nest, and nest desertion was less likely nearer the end of the incubation period. In addition, we estimated the fitness consequences of nest desertion behaviour. For this purpose we made one group of birds desert in favour of a replacement clutch and another group rear a reduced brood. The latter were more likely to produce a second clutch after the first-brood fledglings had left the nest. As a consequence, the number of fledglings produced over the entire breeding season did not differ between the two experimental groups. We also counted the number of recruits and breeding adults in the following breeding season and found that the experimental groups did not differ in local recruitment and adult survival. Therefore, the results did not indicate that parents improved their fitness by deserting a reduced clutch.
Life history theory predicts that parents should desert a reproductive attempt if the costs of rearing this brood exceed the expected benefits. Thus, if the value of the current breeding attempt is reduced, for example through an unexpected reduction in size, parents are expected to reconsider whether it is worth continuing investing in their brood. With regard to nest desertion behaviour two predictions can be made: individuals are (1) more likely to desert if the reduction in clutch size is large and (2) less likely to desert if the reduction is at a late stage of breeding. We investigated the threshold at which nest desertion takes place by experimentally reducing great tit, Parus major, clutches to different sizes and at different stages of the incubation period. The results were in accordance with the predictions: clutch desertion rates were negatively related to the number of eggs that remained in the nest, and nest desertion was less likely nearer the end of the incubation period. In addition, we estimated the fitness consequences of nest desertion behaviour. For this purpose we made one group of birds desert in favour of a replacement clutch and another group rear a reduced brood. The latter were more likely to produce a second clutch after the first-brood fledglings had left the nest. As a consequence, the number of fledglings produced over the entire breeding season did not differ between the two experimental groups. We also counted the number of recruits and breeding adults in the following breeding season and found that the experimental groups did not differ in local recruitment and adult survival. Therefore, the results did not indicate that parents improved their fitness by deserting a reduced clutch. One of the major trade-offs in life history theory is concerned with the division of reproductive effort between current and future breeding attempts and is also termed the cost of reproduction (Williams 1966) . In making parental investment decisions, iteroparous species are assumed to take into account the benefit from the current brood in relation to the fitness costs in terms of future broods. This implies that parents are not expected to embark on a reproductive attempt if this will result in a net loss of fitness.
Life history theory often addresses questions such as how many eggs should be laid. Indeed several studies have shown that birds tend to lay the clutch size that maximizes fitness (Pettifor et al. 1988; Daan et al. 1990; Tinbergen & Daan 1990) . However, if circumstances change after the clutch has been laid, particularly if the value of the current breeding attempt is reduced through an unexpected reduction in clutch size, parents have to reconsider whether it is worth continuing investing in the current breeding attempt (Lessells 1993) . If this is not the case, parents are expected to stop investment in that brood. Desertion of breeding attempts has indeed been recorded in naturally (Mock & Parker 1986; Fernández & Reboreda 2000) and experimentally reduced broods (Winkel 1970; Armstrong & Robertson 1988; Beissinger 1990; Winkler 1991; Delehanty & Oring 1993; Bauchau & Seinen 1997) . Two predictions can be made with regard to the relationship between clutch size reduction and the occurrence of nest desertion.
The first prediction is that birds are more likely to desert if the reduction in clutch or brood size is large. This is because a larger reduction will result in a smaller benefit from the current breeding attempt, while the cost in terms of future broods is unlikely to change, because, in terms of time, comparable amounts of parental investment are required to complete a reduced or a full-sized breeding attempt.
